Site 300 Is an oasis for a rare native plant

If you visit Site 300 at this time of year, it's
not difficult to find big tarplant (Blepharizonia
plumosa) blooming along roadsides and in other
“disturbed areas,” such as areas graded for road-
ways or designated for prescribed burns. Big tar-
plant thrivesin the harsh arid Site 300 environ-
ment.

Although fairly common at Site 300, big tar-
plant is an extremely rare plant included in the
“California Native Plant Society’s Inventory of
Rare and Endangered Plants of California.” Big
tarplant may be limited to as few as three general
areas outside of Site 300. Itsrange includes
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them to disperse in the wind. The small hairy
leaves of the big tarplant help to limit the amount
of water it loses through evaporation.

Research conducted by LLNL’s Environmen-
tal Protection Department indicates that the annu-
al prescribed burns conducted at Site 300 play a
role in the abundance of this rare species at the
site. Bigtarplant growsin large numbersin areas
that areroutinely burned at Site 300. Thisisunusu-
al because at the time of the annual spring burns,
the plant is a small green seedling, and thus very
susceptible to fire damage. Although fire is fatal
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Big tarplant lives on moisture that remainsin
the soil after the spring flowering plants have
dried and withered. It’s hard to believe thereis
any water |eft in that dry, hard soil in August, but
surprisingly thereis. It is the same moisture that
some of our noxious |late-season weeds survive
on, such asyellow star thistle.

Big tarplant has developed many strategiesto
survive in the conditions that exist at and around

Site 300. This species is a member of the sun-
flower family (Asteraceae). As is common in
many members of the sunflower family, tiny
glands on the stems and leaves of big tarplant,
giveit adistinctive smell. The resin produced by
these glands helps to deter herbivores such as
insects and deer. Itsinner seeds have tiny feather-
like appendages, called pappus, which give each
seed the appearance of atiny helicopter and help

grasslands of the Altamont Hills and the cycle
of wildfire that are a natural part of this envi-
ronment (see the Aug. 20 Wild Side). Research
continues at LLNL to determine how distur-
bance (prescribed burns, road grading) affects
big tarplant. It is hoped that this research will
help determine the management practices nec-
essary to promote healthy populations of big
tarplant both at Site 300 and throughout its his-
toric range.



